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			Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

			Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, etc.

			We would appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

			Globe Pequot Press

			Reader Response/Editorial Department

			P.O. Box 480

			Guilford, CT 06437

			Or you may e-mail us at:

			editorial@GlobePequot.com

			Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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			Introduction

			The Big Island of Hawai’i is bigger than all the other Hawaiian islands put together, not only because it is geologically the youngest and is increasing in size faster than it can be eroded away, but because it is made up of five distinct volcanoes that have coalesced into one landmass. Kilauea, the newest most active volcano, is the current home of Madame Pele, the volcano goddess herself, but Mauna Loa, only slightly older, still rumbles, steams, and occasionally erupts. Mauna Loa is also the largest volcano in the world, measured from its base on the sea floor. Mauna Kea, now dormant, rises 13,796 feet above sea level, the highest point in Hawai’i. Kohala in the north is also dormant, but Hualalai, in the western part of the island, is still in the process of falling asleep.

			Because of its size and mountainous topography, the Big Island has the best variety of hikes anywhere in the state. Most of the trails are maintained by the National Park Service and by Na Ala Hele, the Trail and Access System operated by the state of Hawai’i.

			The mountains block the trade winds as they blow from northeast to southwest, bringing plenty of rain to the eastern coast where the water carves deep river valleys, creates waterfalls, and nourishes green tropical forests. Hilo is the biggest population center on this side of the island, a fun and funky little town with a wonderful old-time Hawai’i atmosphere. It’s the most convenient base for hikes along the Hamakua Coast, and it is also the cheapest place to stay on Hawai’i, with several hostels and inexpensive motels.

		

		
			The leeward (Kona) side of the island can be very hot and dry because the trades are blocked by the mountains. But the beaches are breezy and beautiful and there are many historical and cultural sites to explore on foot, as long as you avoid Kailua-Kona, its main population center. Kona consists of a string of beachfront resorts with golf courses, sunburned tourists, and traffic.

			The most exciting and extensive hiking is in Hawai’i Volcanoes National Park, but you must be prepared to change your travel plans at short notice if Pele throws an unexpected tantrum. Since 1983 Kilauea has been pouring lava down the southeast slope of the island to the sea, burying the Royal Gardens housing development near Kalapana along with the national park’s coastal visitor center. This has put a few favorite hikes off limits. Since March 2008 Halema’uma’u pit, inside Kilauea Caldera, has blown a new vent in its wall and is belching out an enormous plume of noxious gasses, so hikes to Halema’uma’u are also prohibited until further notice.

			On one occasion since the latest eruption began, the trade winds failed, or at least temporarily shifted direction, and the entire park shut down for about thirty-six hours. For several days the whole island of Hawai’i choked under an ugly layer of vog, volcanic gas and fog, that even affected air quality on neighboring islands. But don’t let any of this discourage you from visiting Volcanoes Park! It’s a big place and there are lots of hikes that are perfectly safe. Just make sure to check on current conditions at the visitor center before you go.

		

		
			Flora and Fauna

			The Hawaiian Islands are the most isolated landforms in the world, so it should be no surprise that they are home to some of the rarest and most unusual plants and animals anywhere.

			Any creature living on these islands that was not brought by human beings had to be able to swim or to fly. Birds and insects could arrive on air currents or ocean flotsam, as could Hawaii’s only terrestrial mammal, the Hawaiian hoary bat, but the only other mammals here are the aquatic ones: dolphins, whales, and seals.

			Humpback whales arrive from the Arctic in late December or January. Some cruise on to Mexico and Japan, but many hang out in Hawai’i until April. Spinner dolphins can often be seen from shore, and sometimes they put on a show for kayakers in protected bays like Kealakekua on the Big Island, shooting out of the water in great exuberant arcs, twirling their bodies like figure skaters.

			Green sea turtles (named for their flesh, not their shells) can also be seen from Hawaiian shoreline trails, basking on beaches or swimming offshore. They are vegetarians that can weigh as much as 400 pounds and live as long as eighty years. They breed on the mostly uninhabited atolls to the north nowadays, though once they bred on the main islands. They are endangered now, not only because many of their traditional breeding beaches have been “developed” but because they were a prized source of fresh meat and eggs for the crews of thousands of sailing ships in the days of long ocean voyages.

		

		
			Hawaii’s native land birds are another story altogether. While only an occasional bird managed to find these remote islands over a period of seventy million years (it is estimated that no more than fifteen species made their way here and survived during all that time), when they got here they found dozens of unoccupied environmental niches with no local residents to compete with and no predators. By the time humans came along to count them, 140 native Hawaiian species had evolved, 85 to 90 percent of them endemic (that is, found nowhere else in the world).

			The most famous of these are the Hawaiian honeycreepers. One single introduction, a (probably) lonely, pregnant female finch, produced offspring that eventually evolved into fifty different species and subspecies.

			In the higher-elevation forests and scrublands you can still see Hawaiian honeycreepers along the trail, mostly small birds, usually brightly colored in yellows and reds. Some have short strong bills for cracking seeds; others have small pointed bills for catching insects, scimitar-shaped bills for foraging under bark, or long curved bills to precisely fit into long, curved Hawaiian flowers to reach their nectar. Even amateur birders have a chance to see some very rare and unusual species like i’iwis, apapanes, amakihis, and ’elepaios. There are several small, pocket-size books available to help you identify them.
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